





A blurry cell phone video, later obtained by CNN, 
clearly indicates the magnitude of human rights 
violations in North Africa. In an open slave auction, 
two young men, whose identity remains unknown, 
are being sold for 1.200 Libyan dinars, thus 400 dol-
lars each. After a thorough investigation in Libya, a 
shocking report of CNN thereafter confirmed the 
existence of equivalent slave markets in nearly ten 
locations, most of them around the capital city of 
Tripoli. According to Mohammed Abdiker, the di-
rector of operation and emergencies for the Inter-
national Organization for Migration (IOM), the latest 
evidence «are to be added to a long list of outrages 
against migrants in Libya», a statement which overtly 
affirms that such practices are neither current nor ex-
ceptional. Equally revealing is the testimony of a 21 
years old Nigerian migrant, named Victory, who was 
held in the Treeq Alsika Migrant Detention Center 
in Tripoli, waiting for his imminent repatriation. Vic-
tory claims that he was repeatedly sold at slave auc-
tions as a day laborer by smugglers, who further de-
manded ransom payments from his family so as to 
finally get him released. After having spent all of his 
savings in a vain attempt to leave Nigerian Edo State 
in search of a safe haven in Europe, Victory, among 
many others, will have to be repatriated. As he says, 
«I go back and start back from square one. It is very 
painful. Very painful».1 
1 Nima Elbagir, C. (2018). People for sale: Where 
Reactions;
The disclosure of the brute reality of human 
trafficking in African shores rapidly sparked a huge 
outrage, as well as urgent calls for further investi-
gation. United Nations Secretary-General Antonio 
Guterres expressed his unfeigned repulsion for the 
current state of affairs in Libya, condemning slav-
ery as «one of the most egregious abuses of hu-
man rights, which may amount to crimes against 
humanity». Furthermore, he called on «all compe-
tent authorities», including United Nations actors, 
the International Criminal Court (ICC) and the Lib-
yan authorities, to promptly and actively conduct 
research on the matter.2 Following this statement, 
the UN Security Council reiterated its condemna-
tion of trafficking in persons, unanimously adopt-
ing Resolution 2388(2017)3, while Tripoli authori-
lives are auctioned for $400. [online] CNN. Available 
at: http://edition.cnn.com/2017/11/14/africa/libya-
migrant-auctions/index.html
2 The M&G Online. (2018). UN: Libya slave 




3 Un.org. (2018). Security Council Reiterates 
its Condemnation of Trafficking in Persons, 
Unanimously Adopting Resolution 2388 (2017) | 




“BACK TO SQUARE ONE”; The phenomenon of 
human trafficking in the 21st century
Ιωαννίδου Αργυρώ & Μαυρομάτη Νικολέτα
2ο έτος Νομικής ΑΠΘ
«Ιt is self-evident that human trafficking, besides from consisting an ethically reprehensible behavior and 
one of the cruelest criminal activities, highlights and indicates the absence of genuine protection of human 
rights in our era, a protection that regrettably remains a theoretical proclamation in many cases».









ties committed themselves to investigate all the al-
legations of human trafficking in the region. Note-
worthy efforts have also been made by human 
rights lawyers, who have provided evidence to the 
ICC prosecutors of alleged war crimes committed 
by forces loyal to the Libyan National Army Field 
Marshal Khalifa Haftar.4
The current situation in Libya;
 Human trafficking in Libya is closely interrelated 
with the escalation of migration crisis in North Af-
rica, a crisis mainly caused by the extensive threat 
of political and economic instability that followed 
the overthrow and killing of the dictator Muammar 
Gaddafi in 2011.Since then, Libya has been suffer-
ing from years of ineffective and dysfunctional rule, 
resulting in the division of the country in 2014.De-
spite the installation of a new UN-backed “unity” 
government in Tripoli in 2016, rival factions across 
the country still continue to fight one another.5 
Unsurprisingly, the Islamic State (ISIS) and other 
resurgent jihadist groups have taken advantage of 
the country’s political instability, effectively turning 
Libya into a safe hideaway and breeding ground 
for extremists.6 
Nevertheless, and despite the highly hazard-
ous political circumstances, Libya continues to 
remain a key destination and transit country for a 
vast majority of African migrants who seek job op-
4 Sputniknews.com. (2018). Rights Lawyers 
Submit Report on Alleged War Crimes by Libya’s 
Haftar to ICC. [online] Available at: https://
sputniknews.com/world/201711151059101245-
haftar-war-crimes-rights-lawyers-report/
5 BBC News. (2018). Libya country profile. 
[online] Available at: http://www.bbc.com/news/
world-africa-13754897
Anon, (2018). [online] Available at: http://www.
msnbc.com/specials/migrant-crisis/libya
Henneberg, S. and Boduszynski, M. (2018). 
Europe’s Libya Problem. [online] Foreign Affairs. 
Available at: https://www.foreignaffairs.com/
articles/libya/2017-07-20/europes-libya-problem
Odi.org. (2018). [online] Available at: https://
www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-
documents/10527.pdf
6 Publications.atlanticcouncil.org. (2018). The 
Origins and Evolution of ISIS in Libya. [online] Avail-
able at: http://www.publications.atlanticcouncil.
org/the-origins-and-evolution-of-isis-in-libya/
portunities in Africa, or a better future in Europe. 
According to IOM, 416.556 migrants were found in 
Libya by the end of September 2017, most of them 
coming from sub-Saharan and other North Afri-
can countries, mainly Somalia, Nigeria, Eritrea and 
South Sudan, where sustained violence of human 
rights is equally ominous. Meanwhile, more than 
180.937 Libyans are currently internally displaced 
(IDPs), as the number of registered refugees and 
asylum seekers inside the state has rised to 46.730, 
with the actual number being undoubtedly much 
higher.7 In certain instances, these thousands of 
suffering people remain stranded in Libyan shores, 
exposed to any kind of harassment and general 
exploitation by non-State actors and thriving 
smuggling networks. Undoubtedly, this situation 
has exacerbated due to the lack of rule of law in 
Libya, together with the enduring EU migration 
policy.8Verily, in the years following the end of al-
Gaddafi’s regime in 2011, factors such as the crimi-
nalization of irregular entry, stay and exit by Libyan 
law, coupled with a poor legislative background for 
migrants’ protection, the lack of a functional judicial 
system and the withdrawal of many international 
humanitarian agencies from Libya, have paved the 
way for horrendous human rights violations. Inevi-
tably, migrants and asylum seekers are extremely 
vulnerable to mass, arbitrary and indefinite deten-
tion, forced labor, abductions, sex trafficking, tor-
ture and other degrading or inhuman treatment. 
Based on Amnesty’s International estimations, up 
7 Anon, (2018). [online] Available at: https://
www.iom.int/countries/libya, https://data2.unhcr.
org/en/country/lby
8 Amnesty.org. (2018). Libya: European gov-
ernments complicit in horrific abuse of refugees 
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to 20.000 refugees and migrants are currently be-
ing detained in centers run by the DCIM- a division 
under the Ministry of Interior established in 2012 
to tackle the migration flows in Libya- while thou-
sands more are being held in places of captivity 
run by militias and criminal gangs. The expression 
«Libya is hell» has often recurred in the testimonies 
of detainees interviewed by Amnesty International, 
as detention conditions in themselves may amount 
to torture or slavery. In particular, one of the most 
common practices adopted by both DCIM officials 
and members of militias is the captivity of migrants 
in a horrific environment of abuse until they agree 
either to pay a ransom to secure their release or 
to compulsorily work for “fixers” until they pay off 
their debt. In both cases, release is not guaranteed 
and detainees are eventually sold to smugglers, 
mainly for the purposes of forced labor, but also for 
domestic servitude or sexual exploitation. Last but 
not least, EU migration-control policies, aimed to 
stem migration flaws to Europe, have directly con-
tributed in worsening the situation, as they lead 
to the containment of refugees and migrants in a 
country where they are systematically exposed to 
abuse, with little chances to seek and obtain pro-
tection.9
The phenomenon of human trafficking;
Definition;
However, the commonly held assumption that 
trafficking in persons is a localized or a time-bound 
incident is at least imprecise. In reality, human 
trafficking safely represents an intertemporal and 
pluralistic phenomenon, occurred in a multitude 
of different regions around the globe. From the le-
gal perspective, it consists a serious crime, which 
includes “the recruitment, transportation, transfer, 
harbouring or receipt of persons, by means of the 
threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, 
of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse 
of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the 
giving or receiving of payments or benefits to 
achieve the consent of a person having control 
over another person, for the purpose of exploita-
tion. Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the 
9 Amnesty.org. (2018). Libya’s wretched web 
of collusion. [online] Available at: https://www.
amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/12/libyas-
wretched-web-of-collusion/
exploitation of the prostitution of others or other 
forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or serv-
ices, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude 
or the removal of organs.”10 Based on latest record-
ings, forced labor and sex trafficking remain the 
most common forms of exploitation among de-
tected trafficking victims (almost 60%), while other 
exploitative purposes include domestic servitude, 
unlawful recruitment and use of child soldiers, 
forced marriage or begging, as well as the removal 
and selling of organs. In many of the cases above, 
traffickers use as a mean of coercion the imposi-
tion of a bond or debt, the repayment of which will 
hopefully terminate the captivity.11
Statistical Data;
Alarming global figures indicate that an esti-
mate 40.8 million of people were victims of mod-
ern slavery solely in 2016, thus 5.4 victims for every 
thousand people in the world. Of the total number 
of the victims, 24.9 million were being forced to 
work under threat or coercion in several sectors 
including the sex industry, 10 million were chil-
dren and up to 70% accounts for girls and women, 
who represent 99% of the victims of forced sexual 
exploitation and 84% of the victims of forced mar-
riages. Time duration of the abuse widely varies, 
although for victims registered by IOM after 2012, 
the average duration in forced labor and sex exploi-
tation is 20-23 months. Concerning the regional 
distribution of modern slavery, the United Nations 
Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) indicates that 
affluent areas of Western, Southern Europe and 
North America detect victims from almost 137 dif-
ferent origin countries. Namely, the prevalence of 
the phenomenon is higher in Africa, (7.6 victims 
for every thousand people), followed by the Asia 
and the Pacific region (6.1 per 1,000), Europe and 
Central Asia (3.9 per 1,000), the Arab States (3.3 
10 Osce.org. (2018). U.N. Protocol to Prevent, 
Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, 
Especially Women and Children, Supplementing the 
United Nations Convention Against Transnational 
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per 1,000) and finally America (1.9 per 1,000).12 Of 
course, given the lack of conducted research in 
regions such as Asia and the Arab States, the fig-
ures above should be interpreted cautiously, as it 
is estimated that the current numbers are much 
higher. Last but not least, latest evidence provided 
by U.S State Department in 2017, clearly classifies 
Russia, China, Iran, Belarus and Venezuela among 
the worst human trafficking offenders, while Libya, 
Somalia and Yemen are being profiled as “special 
cases”.13
Human trafficking and Migration problems;14
Differences between human trafficking and smug-
gling;
Both human trafficking and smuggling are up-
rising criminal activities that include the recruit-
ment and movement of victims from one region 
to a specific destination. The main difference is that 
human smuggling requires a relationship between 
the smuggled migrants and their smugglers, since 
once they reach their destination, they are set free. 
Smuggled “victims” often pay for their transporta-
tion, since they silently accede for this “trade”. This is 
the reason why smuggled people may derive from 
the more economically privileged set of society, 
while on the other hand, trafficking victims usually 
belong to weakest social and economic groups. 
Human traffickers enslave and exploit their vic-
tims, in order to achieve their own personal inter-
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est. Both criminal activities have been enhanced, 
a fact which clearly facilitates, at the same time, 
the rise of illegal immigration, especially within the 
European “territory”. The United Nations (UN) with 
the Convention against Transnational Organized 
Crime, has tried to create a specialized legal frame-
work, in order to easily confront and track any up-
coming similar criminal acts. The Protocol Against 
the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea, and Air 
defines the problem in the following way; “Smug-
gling of Migrants” shall mean the procurement, in 
order to obtain directly or indirectly, a financial or 
other material benefit, of the illegal entry of a per-
son into a State Party of which the person is not a 
national or a permanent resident”.
Despite their different definitions, the practical 
consequences of both criminal acts do not present 
major differences in real life. Since human smug-
gling is responsible for a large scale of migration, 
numerous cases of abuse have been recorded. To 
be more precise, the majority of these human traf-
ficking cases have been mostly detected in five 
European countries; Belgium, the Netherlands, 
Germany, Greece and Italy. The victims who entry 
the European states arrive from different origin 
countries from all around the world. This is also the 
reason why Europe could regrettably be character-
ized as the continent with the greatest variety of 
human trafficking victims. 15 
Profile of facilitators;
“Traffickers are logistics specialists who can 
move individuals across vast distances”.16During 
their journey to their final destination, they often 
require safe houses, in which they lodge their hu-
man cargo, until it is secure to continue their voy-
age and move them further. Traffickers and smug-
glers carefully try to successfully avoid any police 
roaders or border checkpoints. The final destina-
15 Globalpolicyjournal.com. (2018). [online] 
Available at: http://www.globalpolicyjournal.
c o m / s i t e s / d e f a u l t / f i l e s / p d f / C h i b b a % 2 0
- % 2 0 H u m a n % 2 0 Tr a f f i c k i n g % 2 0 a n d % 2 0
Migration%2C%20Concepts%2C%20Linkages%20
and%20New%20Frontiers.pdf
16 migrationpolicy.org. (2018). Human Smuggling 
and Trafficking into Europe: A Comparative 
Perspective. [online] Available at: https://www.
migrationpolicy.org/research/human-smuggling-
and-trafficking-europe-comparative-perspective









tions are usually communities which can absorb 
efficiently trafficked people or urban/rural areas in 
which crime groups can distribute the victims.17
The main question is; how and in which way 
can traffickers cross the borders of the European 
Union and enter EU countries, while the existent 
strict legal framework is being enforced? The an-
swer shall refer to an enormous variety of facilita-
tors, who perpetually assist human traffickers and 
smugglers. These facilitators are either organized in 
small groups or they sometimes consist of interna-
tional organizations. Therefore, they are not always 
part of criminal networks. For example, apartment 
owners may sometimes knowingly or unknowing-
ly rent rooms to traffickers or smugglers, assisting 
their criminal activities. Nightclub or hotel own-
ers may also employ unauthorized female work-
ers, who have been trafficked and smuggled into 
Europe.18 “The smugglers were very careful about 
their business, trying to cover up their tracks by 
all means, i.e., to stay below the radar. The groups 
from Croatia were connected with smugglers from 
other countries. The persons transported across 
the border with regular transport lines, in personal 
vehicles, taxis or vans. The persons were accom-
modated at secret locations before the transport 
and payments were conducted via messengers—
drivers of regular bus routes or Western Union...
The arrested criminals often used illegal border 
crossings and a guide.”- Croatian newspaper Dalje 
reports. At this point, it is crucial to underline the 
fact that these criminal activities can easily provoke 
as an evident consequence of the phenomenon of 
corruption, which is deeply connected with hu-
man trafficking, both in and outside the European 
Union. 19
17 migrationpolicy.org. (2018). Human Smug-
gling and Trafficking into Europe: A Comparative 
Perspective. [online] Available at: https://www.
migrationpolicy.org/research/human-smuggling-
and-trafficking-europe-comparative-perspective
18 migrationpolicy.org. (2018). Human Smug-
gling and Trafficking into Europe: A Comparative 
Perspective. [online] Available at: https://www.
migrationpolicy.org/research/human-smuggling-
and-trafficking-europe-comparative-perspective
19 migrationpolicy.org. (2018). Human Smug-
gling and Trafficking into Europe: A Comparative 
Perspective. [online] Available at: https://www.
migrationpolicy.org/research/human-smuggling-
Profile of Trafficked and Smuggled People;
Smuggled and trafficked people consist mostly 
of women and children. Women still comprise the 
vast majority of detected victims. However, during 
the last years, there has been an evident increase 
in men population, as male trafficked victims rep-
resent, in some regions, the majority. On the other 
hand, children unfortunately remain the second 
most commonly detected group of victims, when 
it comes to these criminal acts. Moreover, “Smug-
gled and Trafficked individuals usually work in 
many different sectors of the economy”. A variety 
of anti-trafficking mechanisms, actively present in 
the European Union, have detected a lot of young 
children working at the streets, or women exploit-
ed and exposed to sexual activities.20 The reason 
of this “composition” of trafficked and smuggled 
people is that children and women undoubtedly 
represent the most vulnerable social groups, which 
could be easily trafficked and manipulated, rather 
than male kind. For instance, recent research and 
statistics have indicated that victims of sexual ex-
ploitation are mostly women (95%), while only 
5% of the male population has been trafficked for 
sexual abuse. 
The International legal framework of human 
trafficking;21
As previously mentioned, human trafficking 
(a modern form of slavery) undoubtedly consists 
one of the major crimes in human history, which 
dates back to the 1400s with the beginning of the 
European slave trading in Africa, and reaches until 
today. It is estimated that about 21 million people 
worldwide (women, children and men) are annu-
ally victims of forced labor. The United Nations Of-
fice on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) has globally es-
tablished the 30th of July as the World Day Against 
Trafficking in Persons, in order to specify the prob-
and-trafficking-europe-comparative-perspective
20 migrationpolicy.org. (2018). Human Smuggling 
and Trafficking into Europe: A Comparative 
Perspective. [online] Available at: https://www.
migrationpolicy.org/research/human-smuggling-
and-trafficking-europe-comparative-perspective
21 Κυριαζή Τ., Εμπορία ανθρώπων, Διεθνές και 
Ευρωπαϊκό Δίκαιο Προστασίας των Δικαιωμάτων 
του Ανθρώπου, ΝΟΜΙΚΗ ΒΙΒΛΙΟΘΗΚΗ,2010,σελ.27-
45









lem and put the spotlight on the multiple risks of 
human trafficking that people face.
In the 21st century, technology advances, to-
gether with the progress in the protection of hu-
man rights, claim the existence of a modern, civi-
lized society, bereft of many of the errors of the 
past. However, the presence of human trafficking 
in varying forms (sex trafficking, forced labor ext.) 
constitutes an evident cross section that brutality, 
violence and primitiveness still exist. Human traf-
ficking is a matter which concerns humanity both 
at a national and supranational level. The interna-
tional legal framework, which has been developed 
so as to combat this phenomenon is quite impres-
sive, with principal initiators and “instruments”, 
such as the United Nations (UN), the European 
Union (EU) and the Council of Europe (CoE). More 
specifically, one should take into consideration the 
UN protocols (and primarly the Palermo Protocol 
against Human Trafficking), as well as the initiatives 
of the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC), which effectively launches actions in col-
laboration with many non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs), so as to combat human traffick-
ing and assist the victims, by offering health care 
and protection or by focusing on criminal justice. 
22 On the other hand, the European Commission, 
condemning this practice, welcomes the Directive 
proposal 2011/36/ EU on “preventing and combat-
ing trafficking in human beings and protecting 
its victims”, in replace of the Council’s Framework 
Decision 2002/629/JHA, which also orientates and 
aims to an anti-trafficking direction. 23 To continue, 
the Council of Europe, following the same policy, 
has signed and ratified the “Convention on Action 
against Trafficking in Human Rights”-no.197 (War-
saw), establishing the principle of non-discrimina-
tion. 24 These international legal instruments, along 
with the treaties and the multiple Conventions that 
have been proposed during these years, are aim-
22 Unodc.org. (2018). UNODC - Human Traffick-
ing. [online] Available at: https://www.unodc.org/
unodc/en/human-trafficking/index.html
23 Ec.europa.eu. (2018). Available at: http://
ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/sites/antitrafficking/
files/directive_thb_l_101_15_april_2011_1.pdf
24 list, F. (2018). Full list. [online] Treaty 
Office. Available at: https://www.coe.int/en/
web/convent ions/fu l l - l i s t/ -/convent ions/
rms/090000168008371d
ing to create a substantial legal framework, in order 
to achieve in a substantial and efficient manner the 
worldwide combat of this epidemic. The rights of 
trafficked people ought to be protected by every 
state, in accordance with the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights. 
Action of some remarkable Non-Governmental Or-
ganizations (NGOs);
Anti-trafficking initiatives would not have made 
a significant progress, without the collaboration 
and the contribution of a plethora of non- gov-
ernmental organizations. La Strada International, 
a leading European Network, in other words LSI25, 
which vision is to eliminate human trafficking, is a 
case in point. La Strada project, established in 2004, 
has also created the LSI NGO Platform, including; 
NGO monitoring, Data protection, Non-punish-
ment provision and Standards for service provid-
ers. Furthermore, the Polaris Project focuses on the 
main purpose of human trafficking, and more spe-
cifically on sex and labor trafficking, so as to create 
a monitored and safe environment for all possible 
victims and vulnerable populations.26
Conclusion;
Undeniably, modern slavery constitutes an un-
justifiable state of affairs; therefore, it should be 
eliminated at all costs. The current legislation and 
control mechanisms have proved to be funda-
mental, however not sufficient enough, in order 
to combat and fully eliminate the uprising causes 
and consequences of human trafficking. New al-
ternative strategic plans, focusing on the roots of 
the existing problem, namely the lack of education 
and prevention, should come instantly into force. 
A successful anti-trafficking policy needs to involve 
all stakeholders altogether, namely consumers, 
businesses and vulnerable communities. 27Fur-
25 Lastradainternational.org. (2018). La Strada 
International | European network against trafficking 
in human beings. [online] Available at: http://
lastradainternational.org
26 Polaris. (2018). Polaris. [online] Available at: 
https://polarisproject.org
27 The Borgen Project. (2018). 20 Ways to Fight 
Human Trafficking | The Borgen Project. [online] 
Available at: https://borgenproject.org/20-ways-
fight-human-trafficking/









thermore, financial and legal penalties need to be 
implemented onto those who exploit others by 
increasing the level of awareness and control, es-
pecially in the Schengen zone. By all means, labor 
laws ought to be improved as well, so as to secure 
legal migration of potential workers, who will sup-
ply sectors of the European economy.28
To conclude, it is self-evident that human traf-
ficking, besides from consisting an ethically repre-
hensible behavior and one of the cruelest criminal 
activities, highlights and indicates the absence of 
genuine protection of human rights in our era, a 
28 migrationpolicy.org. (2018). Human Smug-
gling and Trafficking into Europe: A Comparative 
Perspective. [online] Available at: https://www.
migrationpolicy.org/research/human-smuggling-
and-trafficking-europe-comparative-perspective
protection that regrettably remains a theoretical 
proclamation in many cases. It is at least frustrat-
ing, that in a “progressive” society of the 21st cen-
tury, phenomena like the ones previously analyzed 
continue to exist and thrive, certifying once more 
the timeless demoralization of human nature. Are 
we really going “back to square one”, that is for us 
to decide.
